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CREDIT CARD REWARDS PROGRAM SYSTEM AND 

METHOD 

Cross Reference to Related Provisional Application 

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent Application No. 
60/473,424 filed on May 27, 2003. 

Background of the Invention 

The present invention is directed to a credit card, bank card, charge card, or 
other payment product, and more particularly, to a system and method for enhancing the' 
value and desirability of such a card to both the card holder and to the bank, financial 
institution or other issuer of the card through a rewards platform and program which provide 
the card holder with a benefit based on not only a qualifying purchase, but on miles traveled 
using a travel ticket, travel pass or the like purchased with the card. 

Credit cards or charge cards allow card holders to pay for services and/or 
merchandise without using cash at the time of purchase. Credit cards are generally issued by 
a bank or other financial institution and provide a mechanism by which a card holder can 
receive a temporary loan from the bank for the purpose of paying for the purchase. The card 
holder may thereafter either pay the outstanding balance or, as a matter of choice, defer the 
balance for later payment with accompanying interest or finance charges for the period 
during which payment of the debt is deferred. 

Credit cards are ubiquitous in today's society. Many consumers have more 
than one credit card and regularly use different credit cards to make their various purchases. 
Banks and financial institutions issue credit cards and service credit card accounts. The 
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issuer may also generate revenue through a per transaction fee or commission charged to 
retailers and other merchants when the retailer processes a credit card holder's purchase, and 
from finance charges accrued when the credit card holder incurs a revolving balance on that 
issuer's credit card. 

A credit card issuer would prefer that card holders predominantly use that 
issuer's credit card in order to generate the largest amount of fees and revenue. Therefore, 
the credit card issuer may offer incentives to card holders who use that issuer's card. Often 
the incentives are accumulated when the card holder uses the credit card. This benefits the 
card issuer because, with credit card usage, comes the opportunity for the card issuer to 
generate fees and revenue. 

Banks and other financial institutions can also offer credit cards that provide 
the credit card holder with a particular benefit every time a purchase of goods or services 
using that card is made as an incentive for the credit card holder to use their credit card. For 
example, the benefit may be a certain amount of frequent flyer miles, or a discount voucher 
good toward the purchase of a gift or other merchandise. These benefits are vigorously 
promoted by the banks or card issuing organizations. 

Increasingly, credit cards are being issued by banks and financial institutions 
in association with other commercial companies or businesses which themselves offer goods 
and/or services. This phenomenon, known as co-branding, provides a credit card that often 
carries the name of the commercial company along with the issuer's name. The commercial 
company often provides the credit card holder certain benefits which are typically related to 
the goods or services provided by that commercial company. An example of a co-branded 
credit card is the General Motors card (MASTERCARD or VISA) which offers credit card 
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holders 5% earnings on card purchases toward the purchase or lease of a new General Motors 
vehicle. 

With all the various benefit and incentive programs available from credit card 
issuers, consumers may have difficulty choosing between the different credit cards that they 
hold when deciding to make a purchase. For example, should the credit card holder choose to 
use a card that provides frequent flyer miles, or a card that provides some other benefit? 
Also, since benefit and incentive programs sponsored by a particular commercial company 
require that the credit card holder redeem benefits from that sponsoring company or its 
commercial partners, consumer choice is limited. For example, if the credit card holder is 
accumulating frequent flyer miles with one airline, the card holder is constrained to use that 
airline or its frequent flyer program partners when planning a trip if the card holder is to take 
advantage of the benefit. Because of the limits on redemption, the appeal of the card may be 
less than universal. 

An opportunity therefore exists for a new credit card rewards platform and 
program which offer valuable benefits to card holders automatically based on not only 
qualifying purchases using the card, including, for example, purchases of travel tickets, travel 
passes or the like, but on miles traveled using tickets or passes purchased with the card, while 
providing flexibility to the card holders in the choice of rewards benefits. 

Summary of the Invention 
Generally speaking, a system and method is provided for rewarding a user of a 
credit card, bank card, smart card, ATM card, debit card or other payment product based on 
not only a qualifying purchase, including of a travel ticket, travel pass or the like (from any 
carrier or carrier agent), using the card, but on miles traveled using the purchased ticket or 
pass. 
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In accordance with the system and method of the present invention, a bank or 
other financial institution issues a credit card or other payment product to a consumer. The 
card holder earns points automatically for every qualifying purchase including travel (e.g., 
airline) ticket or pass purchases made with the card and for every mile (or some miles) 
traveled with a ticket or pass purchased with the card. The earned points can accrue and can 
be redeemed for a variety of goods and services, including free travel tickets (e.g., airline 
tickets), offered for selection to the card holder through a catalog or Internet website 
accessible to the card holder. The card issuer or its fulfillment agent is responsible for 
fulfilling reward redemptions. The redeemed reward need not be tied to a particular provider 
of goods or services (e.g., a particular airline). 

Along with the credit card transaction information associated with qualifying 
purchases made with the card, data, such as, for example, Level 3 Data, which can be used to 
determine miles traveled by the card holder associated with travel tickets or passes purchased 
with the card flow from the point of purchase to the issuing bank or financial institution 
(directly, if a credit card association, e.g., MASTERCARD or VISA, is not implicated, or by 
way of the acquiring bank or financial institution and then the appropriate credit card 
association if a credit card association is implicated). The qualifying transaction information 
and the data from which miles traveled can be determined are used to calculate the 
appropriate number of points earned by the card holder under the inventive rewards platform 
and program based on rules or other criteria which can reside in a system database of the 
issuing bank which can include one or more control files or look-up tables. 

It is accordingly an object of the present invention to provide a platform and 

program for enhancing the value of a credit card (or other payment product) to a credit card 

holder and encouraging increased use of the credit card as a payment device by rewarding the 
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card holder based not only on qualifying purchases but on miles traveled in connection with 
travel ticket or travel pass purchases. 

Another object of the present invention is to provide a system and method 
which leverages qualifying transaction information and Level 3 Data which automatically 
flow with such transaction information to effect a credit card rewards platform and program. 

A further object of the present invention is to provide a credit card rewards 
platform and program in which the rewards redeemed by the credit card holder are not tied to 
a particular provider of goods or services, and rewards fulfillment is managed through the 
credit card issuer or its fulfillment agent. 

The foregoing and other aspects, features and advantages of the invention will in 
part be obvious and will in part be apparent from this disclosure and accompanying drawings. 

The present invention accordingly comprises the features of construction, and 
combination and arrangement of elements, as well as the several steps and the relation of one or 
more of such steps with respect to each of the others, all as exemplified in the following detailed 
disclosure and accompanying drawings, and the scope of the invention will be indicated in the 
claims. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

For a fuller understanding of the invention, reference is had to the following 
description taken in connection with the accompanying drawings, in which: 

Fig. 1 is a high-level flow chart depicting the flow of requisite data in the 
credit card rewards platform and program according to a preferred embodiment of the system 
and method of the present invention; and 
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Fig. 2 is a high-level flow chart depicting the process flow in processing a 
credit card purchase and effecting the credit card rewards program according to a preferred 
embodiment of the system and method of the present invention. 

Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiment 

The present invention is directed to credit cards or other payment products 
(e.g., including bank cards, smart cards, ATM cards, debit cards and other payment products) 
and more particularly to a system and method for enhancing the value of a substantially 
conventional credit card through a rewards platform and program which provide a benefit to 
the card holder based not only on qualifying purchases using the card but on miles traveled 
using travel tickets, travel passes or the like purchased with the card, the rewards taking the 
form of points that can be redeemed (e.g., through a catalog or an Internet website) for goods 
or services. 

It should be appreciated that, from the card holder's perspective, the credit 
card according to the present invention (as described in greater detail hereinafter) provides all 
the benefits of an ordinary credit card during use. For example, when a card holder makes a 
purchase and chooses to pay for the purchase using the credit card, the credit card (or credit 
card number) is provided to the merchant who processes the purchase in the conventional 
manner. 

From the merchant's perspective, the credit card of the present invention is 

handled the same way as an ordinary credit card. For example, in processing a credit card 

purchase, the merchant transmits information about the purchase to the bank or financial 

institution that issued the card (e.g., directly if a credit card association, e.g., MASTERCARD 

or VISA, is not implicated, or, if a credit card association is implicated, by way of the 

merchant's processing bank which transmits the transaction information to the credit card 
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association which then transfers the information to the issuing bank or financial institution). 
The issuing bank or financial institution then pays the merchant the amount on the credit card 
receipt (minus any transaction fee or commission) in the conventional manner, typically by 
applying a credit to the merchant's account (e.g., at the processing bank). The credit card 
issuer then applies the amount of the purchase to the card holder's balance on the credit card. 

The system and method according to the present invention can be 
implemented using a related combination of automated interfaces and manual processes. It 
should be appreciated, however, that greater use of automated processing and a wider range 
of features with multiple executions is also contemplated by the present invention. 

The system according to the present invention preferably includes the 
component elements and means necessary to effect and control the various process steps 
according to the present invention as described hereinafter. Desirably, and where 
appropriate, the system utilizes existing computer capabilities, both hardware and software, 
and electronic communications links, which operate under the control of computer software. 
The computer software can include sets of software objects and/or program elements 
collectively having the ability to execute independently in a separate thread or logical chain 
of process execution, while permitting the flow of data inputs therebetween. Each can be 
executed as a separate logical server or using a separate physical device. 

According to the present invention, the card holder earns points automatically 
not only for every qualifying purchase including travel (e.g., airline travel) ticket purchases 
made with the card but for every mile (or some miles) traveled with a travel ticket or travel 
pass purchased with the card. In one embodiment, up to four legs of a trip associated with a 
travel ticket or travel pass purchase using the card can be tracked for purposes of earning 
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rewards points. It should be understood, however, that additional or fewer legs of a trip can 
form the basis for earning rewards points according to the present invention. 

Referring now to Fig. 1, which is a high-level flow chart depicting the flow of 
requisite data in the credit card rewards platform and program according to a preferred 
embodiment of the system and method of the present invention based on a credit card 
association model, credit card transaction information associated with qualifying purchases 
made with the card flows from the point of purchase 10 to the acquiring bank or financial 
institution 20, then to the appropriate credit card association 30 (e.g., MASTERCARD or 
VISA) and then to the card issuer 40 (issuing bank or financial institution). Data from which 
the miles traveled by the card holder associated with travel tickets or travel passes purchased 
with the card can be determined preferably flow automatically with the other transaction data 
(i.e., from the point of purchase ultimately to the card issuer). 

In a preferred embodiment, the data accompanying the transaction data are 

Level 3 Data from which, as is known in the art, all travel and entertainment charges and 

related information recorded in connection with credit cards sponsored by the appropriate 

credit card associations (e.g., MASTERCARD and VISA) can be ascertained. Level 3 Data 

can include, for example, an identification of the travel carrier (e.g., airline), ticket number, 

passenger name, departure date, city of origin (e.g., represented by an airport code), city of 

destination (e.g., represented by an airport code) and trip legs (e.g., including carrier code, 

service class, stop-over code and city of destination). Such information can be used to 

determine miles traveled for purposes of the present invention. In one embodiment utilizing 

Level 3 Data, up to four legs of a trip associated with a given travel ticket or travel pass 

purchase using the card can be tracked for purposes of earning rewards points (in the case of 

travel involving multiple ticket or pass purchases, each trip associated with a given ticket or 
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pass purchase can be tracked up to four legs). It should be understood, however, that 
additional or fewer legs of a trip can form the basis for earning rewards points according to 
the credit card rewards platform and program of the present invention. 

It should also be understood that the present invention is not limited to a credit 
card association model. The present invention also has application with respect to payment 
products issued without the involvement of a credit card association whereby qualifying 
transaction information and data from which miles traveled can be determined are received 
directly from the merchant. 

The transaction information associated with qualifying purchases made with 
the card and the accompanying travel-related data (e.g., Level 3 Data) are used by the card 
issuer to calculate the appropriate number of points earned by the card holder under the 
inventive rewards platform and program based on predetermined rules or other criteria which 
can reside in a system database of the card issuer (e.g., in one or more control files or look-up 
tables). 

By way of example, a card holder purchases an airline ticket on airline Z using 
the credit card according to the present invention; the card holder then uses the ticket to travel 
from departure point X to a selected destination Y. Under the rewards platform and program 
according to the present invention, the card holder can be entitled to a certain number of 
redeemable rewards points based on the ticket purchase as well as a certain number of 
redeemable rewards points based on the distance traveled from X to Y. Additional qualifying 
purchases (which can include travel tickets) and additional trips taken using travel tickets 
purchased with the credit card according to the present invention can entitle the card holder to 
additional redeemable rewards points. 



KL3:2276759.5 



-9- 



Earned rewards points can accrue and can be redeemed for a variety of goods 
and services, including free travel tickets (e.g., airline tickets) on any or a selected carrier, 
preferably offered for selection to the card holder through the card issuer or its agent, e.g., in 
a catalog or by means of an Internet website accessible to the card holder. The card issuer or 
its fulfillment agent is responsible for fulfilling reward redemptions. The redeemed rewards 
need not be tied to a particular provider of goods or services (e.g., airline Z). Rewards 
available to the card holder preferably include travel-related benefits such as, for example, 
free airfare (e.g., destination of the card holder's choosing on the airline of the card holder's 
choosing), free cruise tickets, free train tickets, discounts on lodging (e.g., of the card 
holder's choosing), etc. 

Desirably, a monthly or other periodic statement from the credit card issuer to 
the credit card holder for a credit card in accordance with the present invention will include a 
section displaying the card holder's current accrued rewards points. 

From the foregoing, it should be appreciated that all the card holder need do to 
earn rewards points is make a qualifying purchase which can include the purchase of a travel 
ticket. The card holder need not contact or provide the card issuer (or any other entity) with 
receipts, ticket stubs, boarding passes or other information to establish the qualifying 
purchase and/or travel using a ticket purchased with the card and the card holder's 
entitlement to rewards points based thereon. The card issuer has this information 
automatically (by virtue of the transaction information and Level 3 Data) and can provide the 
card holder with appropriate rewards points and handle fulfillment of rewards redemptions. 

It should further be appreciated that the rewards are not tied to any specific 

provider of goods or services (e.g., a particular airline). Rather, in the case of air travel 

rewards, the card issuer or its agent preferably has an arrangement with several airlines from 
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which tickets can be purchased as needed, desirably at reduced cost, which tickets can then 
be provided to the card holder who has selected the tickets (and the carrier and the 
destination) as the card holder's reward. The rewards platform and program according to the 
present invention avoids the need for traditional co-brand partnerships with providers of 
goods and services; and the card issuer (and the card holder) need not be involved in any 
frequent flyer programs or the like of any carrier. 

Referring now to Fig. 2, there are shown steps involved in processing a credit 
card purchase using the credit card of the present invention and in effecting the credit card 
rewards program in accordance with a preferred embodiment of the present invention in 
which a credit card association is implicated. Processing a credit card purchase in accordance 
with the present invention can include retrieving transaction data and Level 3 Data (step 100). 

Transaction data typically include at least the purchase amount, the merchant 
ID, and the card holder ID; as indicated above, Level 3 Data can include travel carrier, ticket 
number, passenger name, departure date, city of origin, city of destination and trip legs 
information from which miles traveled by the card holder associated with travel tickets, travel 
passes or the like purchased with the card can be determined. Transaction data and Level 3 
Data flow from the merchant that processed the card holder's credit card receipt to the 
acquiring bank 20, then to the appropriate credit card association 30 and then to the card 
issuer 40 (Fig. 1). Typically, for example, such data are transmitted electronically and stored 
electronically or on magnetic media readable by a computer. Transaction data can also be 
transmitted physically (a paper receipt) and subsequently entered into electronic or magnetic 
storage. 

Variables associated with the card holder are then retrieved (step 1 10). The 

card holder variables are typically stored electronically or on magnetic media readable by a 
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computer. Card holder variables can include at least the card holder's current balance, 
accrued rewards points and card holder ID which matches the card holder ID from transaction 
data. Card holder variables can also include such information necessary for preparing a 
monthly balance statement to the card holder, such as tracking each purchase for the month, 
any finance charges accrued and the like. 

The next steps can be effected in either order, or can be effected 
simultaneously. For the sake of this embodiment, the system of the present invention first 
updates the credit card balance (step 120). Updating the balance involves processing the 
formula "balance = outstanding balance + new purchase amount. " In this way, the variable 
balance is maintained as the sum of all purchase amounts. 

The inventive system calculates rewards points based on the transaction data 
associated with qualifying purchases made with the card and the Level 3 Data by applying 
such data to predetermined rules or other criteria which can reside in one or more control files 
or look-up tables in a system database (step 130). Newly-earned rewards points are added to 
any accrual balance or tally of rewards points (i.e., the bank updates the card holder's rewards 
points) (step 140). 

The system then determines if additional purchases need to be processed 
(decision 150). If additional purchases need to be processed, the process repeats at step 100. 
If additional purchases do not need to be processed, the system stores the variables in 
electronic or magnetic media readable by a computer (step 160). The stored variables include 
the newly computed balance and rewards points. 

When a card holder has accrued a sufficient quantity of rewards points 

(decision 170), the points can be redeemed for goods and services (step 180). Redeemed 

rewards points are deducted from any accrual or tally of a card holder's points (step 190). 
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Rewards are then fulfilled through the credit card issuer or its agent based on 
the choices made by the card holders (step 200). This adds value to the credit card issuer, and 
makes its credit card more desirable, because, unlike conventional credit card rewards 
programs, the credit card issuer is not a partner with a particular sponsoring entity, and 
therefore is free to make other business affiliations with providers of goods or services (e.g., 
to provide additional incentives to card holders to use the issuer's products). 

It should be understood by those of ordinary skill in the art that the credit card 
rewards platform and program according to the present invention do not preclude the 
inclusion of additional features and benefits. For example, the credit card of the invention 
may include a color photo of the card holder bonded onto the credit card. The photo, in 
addition to helping to deter fraud if the card is lost or stolen, adds a visual identification to the 
merchant approval process. 

Many credit card issuers can replace lost or stolen credit cards, typically 
within 24 hours of notice. In addition, credit card issuers may provide a service to help 
replace lost or stolen airline tickets, provide emergency cash up to the available credit 
advance limit on the credit card, and furnish information on how to replace important 
documents that may have also been lost or stolen. Additionally, credit card issuers may offer 
credit card holders insurance-type protection (e.g., covering travel mishaps). 

Credit card issuers can also keep track and alert card members of unauthorized 
use of a credit card by monitoring purchase patterns. When unusual charges are noticed, card 
holders may be called and asked to verify that authorized card users are in fact making the 
charges. 
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Also, a toll-free number may be staffed by customer service representatives 
365 days a year. Customer service can provide replacement cards and answer questions 
regarding customer accounts. 

All of these additional benefits can be included along with the rewards 
platform and program of the present invention. 

In accordance with the foregoing, the present invention provides a program for 
enhancing the value and desirability of a credit card (or other payment product) to a credit 
card holder and encouraging increased use of the credit card as a payment device by 
rewarding the card holder based on qualifying purchases and miles traveled in connection 
with travel ticket purchases. The inventive program leverages qualifying transaction 
information and other data, such as, for example, Level 3 Data, which automatically flow 
with such transaction information. The rewards redeemed by the credit card holder according 
to the inventive program are not tied to a particular provider of goods or services, and reward 
fulfillment is managed through the credit card issuer or its fulfillment agent. 

In so far as embodiments of the invention described herein are implemented, 

at least in part, using software controlled programmable processing devices, such as a 

computer system, it will be appreciated that one or more computer programs for configuring 

such programmable devices or system of devices to implement the foregoing described credit 

card rewards platform and program are to be considered an aspect of the present invention. 

The computer programs can be embodied as source code and undergo compilation for 

implementation on processing devices or a system of devices, or can be embodied as object 

code, for example. Those of ordinary skill in the art will readily understand that the term 

computer in its most general sense encompasses programmable devices such as those referred 

to above, and data processing apparatus, computer systems and the like. Preferably, the 
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computer programs are stored on carrier media in machine or device readable form, for 
example in solid-state memory or magnetic memory such as disk or tape, and processing 
devices utilize the programs or parts thereof to configure themselves for operation. 

It should be appreciated that the aspects, features and advantages made 
apparent from the foregoing and the accompanying drawings are efficiently attained and, 
since certain changes may be made in the disclosed constructions and processes without 
departing from the spirit and scope of the invention, it is intended that all matter contained 
herein and in the accompanying drawings shall be interpreted as illustrative and not in a 
limiting sense. 

It is also to be understood that the following claims are intended to cover all of 
the generic and specific features of the invention herein described, and all statements of the 
scope of the invention which, as a matter of language, might be said to fall therebetween. 
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